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Towards a Non-Essentialist Approach to Management Education: 
Philosophical Underpinnings from Phenomenography
ABSTRACT
The classic approach to management education is manager-centric and 
assumes there is an essential nature to management. Drawing on ideas from 
interpretivist epistemologies, the social construction of leadership, 
phenomenography, and variation theory, we discuss the implications for 
management education of taking a non-essentialist approach and regarding the 
nature of management as unkn wn and unknowable. We focus on 
phenomenography for two reasons. First, when applied to the task of defining 
management, it is built on interpretivist roots where the knowledge and 
understanding of the observer is paramount. Second, it is also a theory of learning 
with direct application to management research and teaching. Building on these 
insights, we highlight the importance of students becoming active investigators of 
management and we offer practical teaching implications on how students might be 
encouraged to engage in experiences that identify variations in the ways that 
management is conceptualized and performed. We also consider how such an 
approach brings a fresh perspective on what management education is about, the 
role of the educator, and how it informs the ongoing debates relating to the 
institutional pressures that business schools face. 
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Towards a Non-Essentialist Approach to Management Education: 
Philosophical Underpinnings from Phenomenography
The progress of management learning and education is dependent on our 
understanding of managers, management, and managing. Despite Fayol (1916) 
asking questions over 100 years ago about the nature of managerial work, there is 
still much controversy surrounding the issue. In turn, the debate has focused on 
managerial roles (Drucker, 1974, Kotter, 1990a, 1990b; Mintzberg, 1973; Stewart, 
1979), competences (Boyatzis, 1982), sensemaking (Weick, 2001), and more 
fundamentally on whether management is an art (Mangham, 1990; Spender, 2007), 
a science (Taylor, 1911, Rousseau, 2006; Simon, 1960), a craft (Mintzberg, 1987), or 
a profession (Bennis & O’Toole, 2005; Pfeffer & Fong, 2004; Trank & Rynes, 2003). 
Uncertainty about the nature of managerial work undermines management 
education because it raises the fundamental question of whether or not we 
understand the subject we are teaching.
Such deep-seated debates are rarely won by one side or the other marshaling 
more evidence (Birnik & Billsberry, 2007). Instead, new thinking is required that 
transcends existing divisions and reconceptualizes the debate (De Wit & Meyer, 
2004; Poole & Van de Ven, 1989). We argue that interpretivist epistemologies, and 
phenomenography in particular, do so. Phenomenography denies there is an 
‘essence’ of management waiting to be discovered. It positions management as a 
socially-constructed concept that forefronts students’ experience of it. As such, it 
gives students a role in shaping how management is conceived. Hence, our main 





























































Peer Review Proof - Not Final Version
5
contribution is to advocate for a non-essentialist approach to teach management, 
using phenomenography to provide the philosophical foundation.
Accordingly, in this essay we first contribute arguments about the nature of 
management to highlight the fallacy of the essentialist mission. Building on this, we 
introduce phenomenography as a potential way to resolve arguments over 
management conceptualizations. This leads to an exploration of the implications of 
phenomenography for the way management is taught and its corollary implications 
about the mindset of the management educator. We conclude by contributing to the 
debate surrounding relevance and the institutional context in which business and 
management schools operate by discussing how the phenomenographic approach 
might overcome resistance.
ESSENTIALIST APPROACHES TO MANAGEMENT
Scholarly endeavor conceptualizing the nature of management has a long 
history. Perhaps the earliest commonly cited is Henri Fayol, a French mining 
engineer at the beginning of the 20th Century. He argued managers perform five 
functions: prévoyance, organisation, commandement, coordination, and contrôle 
(Fayol, 1916), which are usually translated into English as planning (or forecasting), 
organizing, commanding (or directing), coordinating (or staffing), and controlling 
(or monitoring). Other theorists making major contributions about the nature of 
management in the first half of the 20th Century include Frederick Taylor (1911), 
Max Weber (1914-1919), Chester Barnard (1938, 1948), and Mary Parker Follett 
(1942). 
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Mintzberg (1973) identified three management roles comprising ten sub-
roles: interpersonal (figurehead, leader, and liaison), informational (monitor, 
disseminator, and spokesperson), and decisional (entrepreneur, disturbance-
handler, resource allocator, and negotiator). Addressing confusion between the 
concepts of leadership and management, John Kotter (1990) defined management 
as “coping with complexity” (1990a: 104) and controlling people “by pushing them 
in the right direction” (1990a: 107), whereas leadership motivates them by 
satisfying basic human needs.
The competence (function categorization) and competency (behavioral ability) 
movement of (mainly) the 1980s and 1990s argued managerial jobs could be 
broken down into key component parts and behaviors and these could be linked to 
performance (Le Deist & Winterton, 2005; Salaman, 1995; Woodruffe, 1992). This 
led to a dizzying array of generic skills managers were expected to master. This 
approach has faded from view in business schools because the competences and 
competencies they contain are context-specific (Chong, 2013). As Jubb and 
Robotham (1997: 173) note, “Unless there are truly generic management skills, to 
identify a manager as being competent per se may be incorrect, as that individual 
may only be effective within a particular corporate environment, i.e., certain 
competences could be regarded as being situation-specific.”
The discussion about the nature of management has shifted to broader 
themes. Is it a science, an art, a craft, or a profession? Whether it be Mangham’s 
(1990) managerial performances, Rousseau’s (2006) evidence-based decision 
making, or Weick’s (2001) sensemaking, the focus is on the manager and his or her 
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behavior, decisions, or persona. All these scholars were on a manager-centric 
mission seeking the essential truth of what managers should be or how they should 
act. Their research looked at French mines and American car factories in the first 
quarter of the 20th Century, male Chief Executives in the late 1960s, British industry 
in the 1980s and 1990s, and Shakespearean theatre. They sought to find an inner 
truth about management and then extrapolate the findings more generically. 
Certainly, there are important lessons to be learned in these contexts, but there is 
little sense we are moving closer towards the ‘essence of management’. Rather, the 
increasing number of perspectives suggests we are further away than ever from this 
goal.
The leadership literature confronted a similar issue over the last 40 years. The 
dominant view (cf. Uhl-Bien, Riggio, Lowe, & Carsten, 2014) argues leadership is a 
quality of leaders, and many studies have sought to reveal the traits and behaviors 
of leaders. However, a growing theme in the leadership literature is based on social 
construction (e.g., Fairhurst & Grant, 2010; Grint, 1997, 2000, 2005; Meindl, 1995; 
Schyns & Meindl, 2005; Schyns & Schilling, 2011; Tavares, Sobral, Goldszmidt, & 
Araújo, 2018). This argues leadership is in the eye of the beholder, a quality of the 
observer rather than the leader. It is about how people perceive other people and 
how the actions they see match their prototypical implicit leadership theories (ILTs; 
Epitropaki, Sy, Martin, Tram-Quon, & Topakas, 2013; Kenney, Schwartz-Kenney, & 
Blascovich, 1996; Schyns, Kiefer, Kerschreiter, & Tymon, 2011). This approach 
challenges the essentialist mission, contending leadership is fundamentally 
unknowable and, although influenced by others, is constructed separately in 
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everyone’s heads (Grint, 2005). Teaching from this perspective helps students 
understand their own ILTs, how these influence their actions, and explores how 
they can shape the leadership perceptions of others (Billsberry, 2016; Schyns & 
Schilling, 2011). Hence, important leadership theories are those in people’s heads, 
not those of researchers who, as we have shown, are bounded by their context and 
focus.
Our conjecture is that a similarly non-essentialist approach might bring 
important insights to management education. Rather than take a manager-centric 
approach prescribing a particular way of conceiving management, an alternative, 
interpretivist approach would let our students define and understand the concept in 
their own ways. Phenomenography is the one epistemology developed within the 
field of education that allows this to happen (Åkerlind, 2017; Ashworth & Lucas, 
1998; Dahlin, 2007; Lamb, Sandberg, & Liesch, 2011; Marton, 1986; Säljö, 1997; 
Sandberg, 2000; Tight, 2016).
PHENOMENOGRAPHY AND VARIATION THEORY
Phenomenography is an interpretive research method for exploring the 
qualitatively different ways people experience phenomena. The word has Greek 
roots: “phainemenon” (which means, that which is revealed or manifested), and 
“graphein” (which means, to describe in words or pictures; Pang, 2003). Hence, 
phenomenography is concerned with describing the way things appear to us. 
Marton (1986: 31) formally defines phenomenography as a research approach for 
“mapping the qualitatively different ways in which people experience, 
conceptualize, perceive and understand various aspects of, and phenomena in, the 
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world around them.” The goal of phenomenographic research is to understand how 
people observe and make sense of the world and, in particular, the phenomenon of 
interest, from the perspective of respondents. This is known as an experiential or 
second order perspective, since the focus is on the experience-as-described, not the 
phenomenon itself (Ashworth & Lucas, 1998). As such, phenomenographic research 
makes statements about variations in people’s experiences of phenomena (Marton, 
1986). 
Unlike phenomenology, which is an epistemological or philosophical 
approach to the nature of the world (Burrell & Morgan, 1979), phenomenography is 
an approach to research. Crucially, it takes other people’s experience as its object of 
research, whereas phenomenological philosophers seek to understand their own 
experience (Marton & Booth, 1997). As a first order view, phenomenology tries to 
describe what the world would look like pre-reflectively, or without us having 
learned to see it, and before we take it for granted; whereas phenomenography as a 
second-order perspective argues we can also discover the structure and meaning of 
a phenomenon through experience (Barnard et al, 1999; Marton, 1981). 
Phenomenography is an interpretive approach based on a non-dualistic ontology in 
which knowledge about the world is created through an individual’s lived 
experience (Sandberg, 2000, 2005; Svensson, 1997).
Phenomenography and learning
Phenomenography was primarily developed in general education from 
studies of students’ learning at Göteborg University (e.g., Marton & Säljö, 1984; 
Säljö, 1979). This empirical work was initiated after a simple observation that some 
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individuals have an easier learning experience than others. From this observation, 
two research questions emerged: “What does it mean that some students are better 
at learning than others?” and “Why are some students better at learning than 
others?” (Marton, 1994: 4424). Traditional research about learning takes the 
researcher’s perspective as the point of departure. Marton and Svensson’s (1979) 
idea was to reverse this and to study learning from the learner’s perspective. The 
Göteborg team asked students to read from a book in individual sessions. Students 
were told they were going to discuss their understanding of this reading with the 
researcher. The purpose was to discover what the student had understood about the 
text and how they performed the task of learning about it. The analysis revealed a 
few distinctively different ways of approaching the text, such as understanding its 
purpose, understanding its logical structure, and making connections to other texts 
(Marton, 1975, 1986, 1994). Marton also noted these qualitatively different ways 
could be arranged into categories based on significant characteristics emerging 
from the data and students’ depth of learning. These different ways of 
understanding appeared to be logically related and helped explain how successful 
students were in the learning process. The researchers had answered the first 
question, “What does it mean that some students are better at learning than 
others?” (Marton, 1994: 4424).
In exploring the second question, “Why are some students better at learning 
than others?” Marton (1994: 4424) found the way the students understood the text 
was closely related to their approaches to learning. For example, some tried to 
memorize, others to understand, and yet others to integrate the material with what 
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they already understood. The ways people approached the learning task influenced 
the success and depth of their learning. Marton (1994, 2000) found this to be a 
fundamental difference in learning. One of phenomenography’s greatest 
contributions is the identification of a hierarchy of learning separating deep and 
surface learning; with deeper, long lasting learning being the preferred objective 
(Marton, Dall’Alba, & Beaty, 1993).
Many studies have now been conducted using the phenomenographic 
research approach. The findings show that any aspect of reality is understood in 
only a relatively limited number of different ways and this appears to be stable 
across situations (Marton, 1994). These qualitatively different ways are known as 
‘conceptions’, ‘ways of experiencing’, or ‘ways of understanding’ (Sandberg, 2000). 
This research also shows how richer, more complex conceptions represent, in 
educational terms, more complete understandings of a phenomenon. Conceptions 
are organized in a hierarchical structure. One of the seminal Göteborg studies, Säljö 
(1979), found there were five qualitatively different and hierarchically related 
conceptions of learning (see Figure 1). These ranged from a simple increase in 
knowledge to a more complete interpretative process aimed t understanding 
reality (cf. Bloom, 1956; Krathwohl, 2002; Marzano & Kendall, 2007).
INSERT FIGURE ONE ABOUT HERE
Variation theory
Phenomenography has moved beyond being a research design into a new 
theory of learning called Variation Theory (Björklund, 2014; Kullberg, 2010; Lo, 
2012; Lo & Chik, 2016; Marton, 2015; Marton & Booth, 1997; Rovio-Johansson & 
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Ingerman, 2016). The basic idea underpinning variation theory is that awareness of 
a phenomenon only occurs when it is different and contrasted to something else 
(Åkerlind, 2017; Marton & Booth, 1997). Through the contrast, the components of 
the phenomenon can be identified (Åkerlind, 2017). Variation theory research 
typically goes beyond the identification of categories of description related to the 
underlying intention or purpose of their experience and commonly includes 
supplementary analysis that explores the component parts of the phenomenon 
(Åkerlind, 2017; Marton & Booth, 1997). Variations in patterns of awareness and 
awareness deficits of component parts of a phenomenon explain the differences in 
the ways people understand a phenomenon. Moreover, these variations are the 
features that students need to identify and study to gain a deep, and complete 
understanding of the phenomenon (Pang & Marton, 2005). Variation theory also 
implies that students will learn when they are aware of variation between their 
existing knowledge and their experience of new phenomena (Åkerlind, 2017).
Conducting phenomenographic research
A naïve view of phenomenography might be that it simply lets respondents 
register their opinions like other interpretivist approaches; but this would be 
incorrect. As phenomenography has developed, it has moved away from 
understanding the individual towards understanding individuals collectively in 
terms of similarities and variations in how they experience phenomena (Säljö, 1996; 
Tight, 2016). It is not about giving a voice to people per se; it is about making sense 
of how people make sense of particular phenomena. Åkerlind (2012) notes this is a 
common misconception about phenomenographic research.
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Phenomenographic research has three components:
1. People are asked to describe their experience of a phenomenon.
2. Researchers look to identify the distinctly different ways in which 
people understand the same phenomenon.
3. Researchers analyze concepts for patterns, structure, or hierarchy to 
understand the relationships between them.
The most common data gathering tool in phenomenography is the semi-
structured interview (Willis, 2017), although other methods are used that allow 
respondents expression largely uninfluenced by the researcher (e.g., written 
responses: Tight, 2016). There must be enough depth to data gathering to expose 
variations between responses, and when interviews are employed, the interviewer 
may interject to clarify his or her understanding (Bowden, 2000). Willis (2017) 
suggests the research questions should focus on participants’ experience (e.g., What 
is your experience of effective management?) rather than their views or opinions 
(e.g., What benefits does effective management bring?). 
Most phenomenographic studies employ simple and straightforward data 
gathering and analysis and do not require large data sets. They typically use 
between 20 and 30 interviewees (Åkerlind, 2005; Bowden, 2005; Marton & Booth, 
1997; Tight, 2016; Trigwell, 2000) with theoretical saturation usually achieved with 
a sample size of around 20 respondents (Alexandersson, 1994; Sandberg, 2000; 
Bowden & Green, 2005). This relatively low sample size and apparent simplicity 
makes the approach appealing but may lead to skepticism, particularly in relation to 
how the researcher has determined the structure of conceptions. Reading and 
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understanding transcripts is not a major problem in itself, but finding meaningful 
variation is a challenge that has been tackled in numerous ways (Åkerlind, 2005; 
Bowden & Walsh, 1994, 2000). The most common method is to adopt an iterative 
process with multiple interrogations of the data from different perspectives (See 
Åkerlind (2005: 325-326) for detailed examples of how different researchers 
approach this categorization task).
Critiques of phenomenography and variation theory
There are challenges to designing and undertaking phenomenography and 
variation theory research. First of all, there is the problem of ‘the Other’ (Webb, 
1997). Phenomenography purports to see the world through the eyes of the 
research participants and map the qualitatively different ways in which they 
experience, conceptualize, perceive, and understand various aspects of it. This gives 
the impression phenomenography is researcher-neutral and merely the recorder of 
participants’ understandings. However, confounding factors include the 
researcher’s involvement in the shaping of the research question, the gathering of 
data, and a hermeneutic element to the analysis of it. Hence, there is always a 
tension in phenomenographic research between the researcher and ‘the Other’; a 
phenomenographic researcher may claim to understand the world from other’s 
perspective, but it is done on the researcher’s terms. 
A second criticism is that phenomenography is overly rational and overly 
cognitive. It assumes knowledge can be extracted from participants and recorded 
independently of the person whose knowledge it is (Åkerlind, 2005; Bowden, 2000; 
Bowden & Green, 2005). This sits very uncomfortably with a non-dualistic 
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interpretive ontology where knowledge is inseparable from the person. Moreover, it 
is largely silent on non-cognitive factors such as emotion. This is important because 
learning and emotion are intertwined and interdependent (Antonocopoulou & 
Gabriel, 2001). For example, people may be aware of different things based on their 
emotional state: A worried person is likely to interpret signals differently to a calm 
or confident one; while an anxious person may be less forthcoming about their 
views than a relaxed one. Such emotions may, of course, be a variation in themselves 
and worthy of further analysis.
The findings of phenomenographic research imply that ‘deep’ learning is 
good and ‘surface’ learning is bad (Marton, 2015; Marton & Booth, 1997). This is 
because deep learning is believed to show understanding, whereas surface learning 
is about memorizing (Webb, 1997). This hierarchical valuation is implicit in the 
question “What does it mean that some students are better at learning than others?” 
(Marton, 1994: 4424). In overlaying this normative assessment, it denies the 
moments when surface learning is preferred, appropriate, or justified.
These are important criticisms that question the validity of the conceptions 
that are generated (Webb, 1997); there could be occasions when these are just as 
much the constructions of the researcher as they are the original views of the 
interviewees. At the very least, these criticisms provide useful reminders that 
phenomenography needs to be employed sensitively always keeping in mind the 
focus should be on the perceptions and experiences of the interviewees. It is their 
understanding and awareness of the phenomenon that the researcher is interested 
in and this necessitates close attention to the processes by which it is surfaced 
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minimizing power asymmetries; the approach is interested in, grounded in, and 
owned by the Other (Webb, 1997).
TEACHING MANAGEMENT FROM A PHENOMENOGRAPHIC PERSPECTIVE: A 
CALL TO ACTION
Traditional approaches to teaching management typically begin with 
applying ideas about management (e.g., Fayol, Mintzberg, competences) to students’ 
current and anticipated jobs. Lessons from the analogous developments in the 
leadership literature discussed earlier suggest that adopting a non-essentialist 
approach to management education will mean focusing on the perceptions and 
experiences of students. From the outset of their studies, management students 
would be confronted with the reality that there is no universal managerial 
prototype. Instead, they would be given activities requiring them to discover the 
nature of management in their current or future work environments. They would 
also be encouraged to surface their own ‘implicit management theories’ and 
consider how these might bias their thoughts and actions towards managers, 
management, and managing. It is a very different approach that would have 
students experience management and be helped to find explanations for variations 
in how they conceptualize it. In effect, it would turn them into active investigators of 
the phenomenon rather than passive recipients of past conceptualizations. 
Making students’ perspectives central
If postgraduate students are (or have been) employed in organizations, a 
phenomenographic approach would have the educator facilitate the 
conceptualization of management in students’ own terms. Exercises would be set for 
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students to analyze their managerial experiences and, once their theories of 
management have been generated, compare these with other students’ experiences, 
and use this variation to drive their understanding of management. 
While postgraduate management students may be expected to have some 
experience of the target phenomenon, undergraduate students may not, unless they 
are mature entrants. If they have come straight from school, they are unlikely to 
have had much management experience. Given phenomenography assumes 
students will have direct and meaningful experience of the phenomenon under 
consideration, this is a major problem. Fortunately, management educators have 
many learning techniques at their disposal that they can use to give their 
undergraduate students direct experience of management so that they are able to 
construct their own understanding of the phenomenon (Itin, 1999; Lo & Chik, 2016). 
These experiential methods include service learning (Kenworthy-U’Ren & Peterson, 
2005), job shadowing (Czarniawska, 2014), internships (Maertz, Stoeberl, & Marks, 
2014), project-based learning (Helle, Tynjälä, & Olkinuora, 2006), and study tours 
(Sachau, Brasher, & Fee, 2010). They are typically prolonged encounters where 
students are immersed in new experiences. Management educators also use shorter 
exercises where students learn by reflecting on particular activities such as 
simulations, games, and exercises (Keys & Wolfe, 1990; Landers & Callan, 2011; 
Salas, Wildman, & Piccolo, 2009). These can be effective phenomenographic 
activities as they acknowledge students’ own perspectives of the managerial 
phenomenon, although the situational drivers are likely to be strong (Herriot & 
Pemberton, 1995; Schneider, 1987). 
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With experiential learning, all students have their own experience of the 
event and will draw lessons for themselves. Many cognitive and perceptual biases 
(e.g., fundamental attribution error, false-consensus bias, and self-serving bias) limit 
the learning that can come from within-person comparisons (i.e., comparing what 
you know with what you have observed). Instead, the phenomenographic 
management educator should seek comparison across the student cohort and will 
facilitate discussion and reflective dialogue in the classroom about differences in 
perception, experience, and the resulting conceptualization of management. 
Åkerlind (2017) provides guidance on how to maximize students’ chances of 
discerning variation and thereby gain a better understanding of management in 
their contexts. She says students’ experience must include contrast, generalization, 
separation, and fusion. This involves (1) comparing students’ experiences of 
effective management with less and differently experiences of the phenomenon, (2) 
considering varying occurrences of effective management, (3) considering how 
factors influencing effective management might be isolated from other factors, and 
(4) observing how all the factors influencing effective management vary 
simultaneously in relation to each other so that critical elements might be identified. 
Here, the greatest challenge for the phenomenographic educator is to tease out 
variation across students’ experiences while maintaining relevance to each 
individual student’s situation. 
Assessing learning
Phenomenography is primarily an approach to the design of educational 
research (Åkerlind, 2017; Marton, 1994; Tight, 2016). As such, it does not always 
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offer easy application to the design of teaching. One example is the assessment of 
students’ learning and, in particular, on what counts as learning. Phenomenography 
evaluates learning from the students’ perspective, not from the educator’s. Those 
with an andragogic perspective may favor a phenomenographic approach, since 
they already appreciate the role of experienced students in establishing learning 
objectives (Forrest & Peterson, 2006; Knowles, 1980). However, pedagogic 
philosophies still hold sway, as seen in recent interest in adopting assessment 
rubrics in management education (Riebe & Jackson, 2014). Rubrics outline the 
standards educators consider satisfactory evidence to show students are achieving 
desired learning outcomes. This is driven from the educators’ perspective, since it 
assumes educators know a priori what students need to learn and demonstrate. It is 
at odds with an observer-centric approach to knowledge where definitions of 
management and analyses of its effectiveness are constructed in students’ minds. 
Instead, therefore, phenomenographic assessment focuses on the depth and 
richness of students’ understanding of their own managerial experiences and how 
these are informed by variation with other assessments rather than their knowledge 
of the academic subject.
The phenomenographic management educator’s mindset
Advances in the field of phenomenography challenge many of our underlying 
assumptions about education, learners, and how to teach. For management 
educators, the disconcerting consequence of a non-essentialist approach is the 
public recognition that we do not and cannot be definite about the nature of 
management. Instead of being expert purveyors of expert knowledge on 
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management, we become facilitators of an experiential process that develops, runs, 
and debriefs students’ managerial experiences. In addition to new teaching skills, a 
phenomenographic perspective may require a change of mindset. Educators may 
lose the confidence that comes from knowing more about the subject than the 
learners. That said, it will still be important to understand past investigations of 
management as the context against which phenomenographic teaching is 
positioned. This knowledge may provide direction against which students can 
analyze their experiences. 
Our call for a shift to a phenomenographic teaching approach and increased 
adoption of experiential techniques comes at a time when management educators 
are under increasing pressure to focus efforts on research publication in high-
ranking journals (Vogel, Hattke, & Petersen, 2017). Recruitment and promotion are 
increasingly determined by publication records (Harley, in press). In such an 
environment, the rational person may prefer to focus their efforts on research. 
However, increasing competition for space in leading journals (Macdonald & Kam, 
2011) and the tendency towards accuracy rather than relevance (Harley, 2015) is 
causing many to question the impact of current management research (e.g., 
Cornelissen, 2016; Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2011). Refocusing management teaching on 
phenomenography offers an alternative approach to achieve relevance and impact. 
Instead of management scholars engaging in research primarily driven by 
increasingly narrow requirements of academic journals (Corbett, Cornellisen, 
Delios, & Harley, 2014; Delbridge & Fiss, 2013; Harley, 2015; Miller, Taylor, & 
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Bedeian, 2010), they would be more engaged in research projects driven by the 
interests of their students.
Institutional considerations
We have advocated a major shift in the way students are taught in business 
schools. Although elements of experiential approaches are commonly found in 
business schools, they are rarely central in management education. Instead, 
students attend classes in which they are passive recipients of management 
research; they learn about management rather than how to manage. This is a 
consequence of institutional pressures to accommodate large volumes of students in 
popular management courses simultaneously reducing costs to a minimum to 
maximize business schools’ financial contribution (Harley, 2018; Pfeffer & Fong, 
2002). As Pfeffer and Fong (2004: 1509) note, “The wealth [of Business Schools] has 
… occasionally been covetously eyed by central university administrations, which 
particularly in public universities but also in many private ones, have come to see 
business schools as cash cows, as ways of raising money for the ‘center’ through 
various taxes imposed on schools […]. This latter behavior has resulted in the 
paradoxical situation of the more money and enrolment schools bring in, the more 
they are expected to bring in, with business schools in a rat race they can never 
really win.” Hence, these institutional pressures are strong.
Other forces are gaining strength that may cause institutions to invest more 
in the quality of their teaching. In their seminal work, Pfeffer and Fong (2002) 
suggested that business schools do not provide either what students need or what 
they want. Similarly, in their review of MBAs, Rubin and Dierdorff (2013) reflect on 
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the lack of evidence about students’ actual learning and the inadequacy of many 
curricula. Around the world, there has been a trend towards increasing ‘cost-
sharing’, a euphemism for transferring the costs of education to students 
(Johnstone, 2004). This policy has resulted in high levels of student debt in many 
countries (Elliott & Lewis, 2015; Owens, 2016; Phillips, Wilbanks, Salinas, & 
Doberneck, 2016; Seligren, 2014; Xu, Johnson, Bartholomae, O’Neill, & Gutter, 2015) 
and increasing student activism demanding value for money and input into where 
their fees go, particularly to improve the quality of teaching (Neves & Hillman, 
2018). These pressures are being reflected in the foci of the accreditation bodies 
(e.g., AACSB, AMBA, EQUIS) wh se gaze is skewed towards the promises business 
schools make to students and quality of the product they receive (Alajoutsijärvi, 
Kettunen, & Sohlo, 2018; Barton, Billsberry, Ambrosini, & Barton, 2014).
Our call for action has echoes in several current debates on the promotion of 
student engagement and active involvement. For instance, it is reflected in articles 
suggesting that we should move away from the student-as-customer approach and 
towards a student-as-partner approach (Ferris, 2003) whereby students are 
considered to be co-producers of knowledge (Finney & Finney, 2010). This line of 
argument is becoming increasingly salient with ever more business schools signing 
up to the United Nations’ Principles for Responsible Management Education (PRME) 
initiative whose tenets include the education of ethical and responsible students, the 
grounding of business education in the reality of day to day managerial work, and 
students’ full engagement in their learning (Nonet, Kassel, & Meijs, 2016). Both 
phenomenography and a non-essentialist approach to teaching management are 
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fully aligned with these principles. In addition to advancing this conversation, we 
have embraced the conceptions of student-as-partner and co-creator of knowledge 
and explored a new approach to management teaching that would embed learning 
in the concerns of our students.
CONCLUSION
We began by querying the essentialist manner of management research and 
teaching. We wer  concerned that while there are many theories purporting to 
define managers and management, they all come from an essentialist perspective 
where it is assumed that there is an ideal way of performing. Our analysis explored 
the consequences of taking a n n-essentialist view of management and applied the 
phenomenographic approach with its interpretivist roots to the problem. Rather 
than assuming the nature of management or effective management might be a 
knowable and definite phenomenon, the phenomenographic approach regards 
management as a phenomenon that is experienced and understood differently by 
everyone.
This different perspective may have a profound impact upon the way we 
choose to teach management. Rather than telling our students what management is, 
phenomenography would encourage educators to help students conceptualize 
management for themselves. This involves considering the nature of effective 
management where students work or aspire to work. It also means they consider 
the consequences of their new understandings for their future development. Rather 
than being passive recipients of knowledge, students would be taught to become 
proactive learners seeking out knowledge and understanding for themselves. They 
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may be offered multiple managerial experiences and guided to develop new theories 
of management relevant to them.
Phenomenography changes our point of focus as management educators and 
researchers. Despite its interpretivist roots, it is not simply about people’s 
perceptions. At its core is not the learner or the educator, as we see in many 
management education studies, but the object or phenomenon around which 
teaching is designed. As Runesson (2006: 408) says, “A significant feature of 
variation theory is its strong focus on the object of learning. This enables us to get 
hold of aspects other than organization and methods in general in the learning 
situation.” As such, phenomenography draws management educators into the 
students’ world and their issues. 
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Figure One
Säljö’s (1979) Five Conceptions of Learning
Increase of knowledge
Memorizing
Acquisition of facts, procedures that can be 
retained, and/or utilized in practice
Abstraction of meaning
An interpretative process aimed at the 
understanding of reality
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